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Welcome to St. Peter! JBS Celebrates
the Bjorling Centenary
by Ward Murray
Bjiirling as well as the Dean and Provost of
Gustavus Adolphus College, followed by
the respective society presidents, Richard
Copeman, Bengt Krantz, and Walter
Rudolph speaking in Sue Flaster's stead.
Schedules are made to be changed
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any ofus arrived in St. Peter on
June 22nd to dark grey skies,
blustery wind, and only 65
degrees Fahrenheit: we went scurrying to
the Gustavus Adolphus College store to
buy hoodies and windbreakers. This was
in stark contrast to the balmy temperatures and blue skies a decade earlier. The
grey clouds extended to the news that our
president and driving force behind the
centenary conference, Sue Flaster, would
be unable to attend because of a painful
back injury.
On Thursday morning, all three of the
Bjiirling societies \~re well represented. A
warm welcome was extended by Anders

M

Andrew Farkas's arrival was delayed due to
a canceled flight so he was not able to deliver the keynote address until later in the
afternoon. Some creative shuffling of the
lineup resulted in Dan Shea and Seth Winner being first at bat. Their presentation of
the "Jussi Bjorling Live" four-CD set, was
very well done. Wonderful examples of
this essential collection were played along
with the back stories behind the discoveries
of recordings in the best possible sound,
the particular challenges to the sound engineer, and how those challenges were
met. Seth and Dan included a bonus in
their presentation with a newly discovered
and unpublished recording of Jussi singing
"Funiculi, funicula:' It was spectacular!
That will no doubt be issued on another
CD with some other unpublished material.
The spectacular final concert in Gothenburg was represented by the playing of "I
fjarran land (In fernem land)" from Locontinued on page 2
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hengrin. Anders Bjorling expressed his
heartfelt gratitude to Seth and Dan for
including this final concert in the set.
Harald Henrysson's presentation on the
history of the Grona Lund concerts and his
efforts from the early 1970s to preserve
them was excellent. While Jussi performed
at Grona Lund and Skansen about fifty
times each between 1934 and 1960, these
recordings cover the period 1950 - 1960.
The seven examples he played, of the 65
selections available on the new, complete,
three-CD set were in excellent sound.
These recordings were re-mastered by
Christer Eklund with proper pitch and
speed correction, and there is a noticeable
improvement upon the volumes released
earlier. If it were not for Harald's efforts in
the early 1970s to transfer all ofJussi's
Grona Lund recordings, this valuable treasure would have gone up in smoke with the
rest of the Grona Lund sound archive in a
fire some years later. In any event, recordings of songs and arias that Jussi recorded
nowhere else have been saved for posterity.
The impact of Andrew Farkas's keynote
speech was in no way diminished by the
fact that it closed the first day's conference.
In his far-reaching remarks Andrew made
mention of the emotional response elicited
upon hearing the name "Jussi Bjorling;' but
for the most part just "Jussi" was sufficient- not in an over-familiar or condescending way, but coming from the deepest
respect. He discussed the prominence of
the "original three tenors;' beginning with
Caruso, the foundational modern tenor
and paradigm; Gigli, Anna-Lisa's favorite
tenor next to her husband, and of course,
Jussi himself. The parallels between Caruso
and Jussi are not unsubstantial. They both
made recordings during a time when there
was no outside manipulation. Their color,
tone, and timbre were fixed qualities; qualities which could not be taught or improved.
They also shared a vocal coach in Tullio
Voghera-Jussi from 1930-1943. Both
enjoyed worldwide acclaim and both died

before the age of fifty.
Jussi's voice was unduplicatableunique. He set the bar higher for all
singers who followed. He also possessed
something that Caruso and Gigli, with all
their outstanding attributes, did not possess-breadth of repertoire. Jussi sang
Mozart, German Lieder, oratorio, and popular song, in addition to French and Italian
opera. He sang in eight different languages. Caruso is often cited as the touchstone, but Jussi's recorded legacy is vast in
comparison. One must remember that
Caruso recorded just 262 sides consisting
of2-5 minutes duration each. We have literally hundreds of hours ofJussi to enjoy.
Andrew concluded his address with a
moving tribute to Anna-Lisa Berg, devoted
wife and helpmate, who committed heart
and soul to Jussi and their children, and
who passed away in November 2006-an
extraordinary woman.
Anders Bjorling hosted a wonderful
cocktail reception at his home to complete
the day. The general bonhomie was conducive to good conversation, catching up
with old friends and making new ones, all
enhanced by excellent food and drink.
The second day
Day two began with Jacob Forsell's presentation of his new Jussi picture book.
Being John Forsell's grandson, he had unprecedented access to some never-beforeseen correspondence and photographs.
A most touching such letter was an
apology written by Jussi in the summer of
I929 after some misbehavior at Forsell's
"singers' camp" at his summer place. The
genuine contrition and regret are apparent
in the words that Jussi used in the letter, a
facsimile of which appears in the book.
Mr. Forsell shared many rare photos of
Jussi and his family during the presentation, interspersed with musical examples,
readings from the book, and anecdotes
from Jussi's life.
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Mr. Forsell discussed Jussi's friendship
with Set Svanholm, a fellow tenor who
would later go on to become director of
the Royal Swedish Opera between 1958
and 1963; his most frequent collaborator
on the podium, Nils Grevillius; and the
respect afforded Jussi by Arturo Toscanini,
who once during rehearsals for the Verdi
Requiem stilled his baton, and when Jussi
stopped singing entreated: "sing Bjorling
- just sing! I'll follow you!"
The book consists of four primary sections: an essay written by Bjorn Ranelid;
the beautifully restored photographs and
reproduction facsimiles by Jacob Forsell; a
chronology compiled and presented by
Harald Henrysson and Roger Alderstrand;
and an accompanying CD which contains
music, two interviews, and a complete
chronology in PDF form. Unfortunately,
Mr. Forsell has been unable to find a US
partner to publish the book in English
translation, but has not given up hope.
In the next presentation, Stephen
Hastings gave his always trenchant observations about Jussi's singing and the little
evidence that is available about his
physical characterizations in opera roles.
Unfortunately, no video recordings
exist of him in a live opera performance
(save for brief silent snippets from San
Francisco). Jussi was not an all-around
theatrical talent as Callas, Tibbett, and
Chaliapin are so often described, but the
Rigoletto excerpts from the Ed Sullivan
Show present Jussi as a complete theatrical
artist. It may have helped that the musical
director for this performance was Fausto
Cleva. The photographic evidence of Jussi
in various roles conveys the characters in
a convincing way. This is further borne
out by anecdotes of his late colleague
Elisabeth Soderstrom with whom he
performed in Faust and Manon Lescaut.
Of course, the most convincing and easily demonstrable evidence remains Jussi's
vocal acting - the way in which words and
music are conveyed. Stephen demonstrated

through recording excerpts a number of
examples ofJussi's supreme art: the melancholy apparent in Massenet's "Elegie" his
use of legato, portamenti, and timbre which
manages to surpass the violin soloist; Paris's
aria from La belle Helene (recorded 1938)
which exhibits an ebullient quality; the
convincing portrayal of a young man in
love from the 1936 Vienna Faust; the 1940
studio recording of "An die Leier" which
demonstrates the conflicting nature of the
artist. Stephen provided many other fine
examples too numerous to detail, here, but
certainly Jussi's 1947 Romeo, stylish and
spectacular, must be mentioned. The third
act scene after the death of Mercutio and
the revenge killing of Tybalt is perhaps the
greatest scene in his greatest recorded role,
with a spectacularly executed high Cat the
climax. Can anyone doubt Jussi's vocal acting after hearing this scene? Impossible!
Stephen Hastings' upcoming book surveying all of Jussi's recordings sounds like
it will be a tour de force. He certainly has
spent a great deal of time and effort on it. I
count myself among those who eagerly
await its publication next Spring.

The London Boheme
Dr. Richard Copeman discussed the circumstances surrounding the 1960 London
Boheme, and the latest available medical
information which sheds light on Jussi's
medical condition. Dr. Copeman is not
only president of the Jussi Bjorling
Appreciation Society, which incidentally is
celebrating its 25th anniversary, but is a
medical doctor.
Needless to say, there was much anticipation ofJussi's return to Covent Garden
after an absence of21 years. The theater
management charged double for tickets
and to add to the excitement, the Queen
Mother and other royalty were scheduled
to attend the performance of the much
beloved Bjorling in this much beloved
opera.

March 15, 1960 (the Ides of March!)
was to be henceforth known as the "heart
attack" performance. Dr. Copeman informed us that it was not actually a heart
attack (a myocardial infarction) but rather
an arrhythmia-a condition that Jussi had
been suffering from since 1957. Jussi felt
unwell about five minutes before curtain,
the symptoms of which point toward a
condition known as atrial flutter-more
serious than atrial fibrillation. The heart
can race to more than 200 beats per
minute, but can self- correct within a few
minutes, as was the case on this fateful
evening.
About 30 minutes after the curtain was
supposed to go up, the audience began its
rhythmic clapping, which was finally quieted by the appearance of Covent Garden
General Manager, David Webster, informing them about Jussi's "heart attack;' but
relaying Jussi's desire to perform so as not
to disappoint them. The curtain finally
rose 36 minutes late. Jussi managed to get
through the performance to general acclaim, as did an excellent ensemble consisting of Rosanna Carteri, Marie Collier,
and Geraint Evans.
Dr. Copeman went on to discuss the
latest available information about Jussi's
medical condition as outlined in a paper
recently published by a Dr. Rosenqvist (a
well-known Swedish cardiologist). Quinidine had been prescribed to treat angina,
but it is a medication no longer generally
used because of possible toxicity especially
if used in conjunction with digitalis,
which had also been prescribed for Jussi
for treatment of atrial fibrillation. Such
was the state of medical science in the late
1950s and early 1960s.
Dr. Simon Williams gave a thoughtprovoking presentation on "The Stage Persona ofJussi Bjorling;' but he necessarily
concentrated on Jussi's vocal characterizations, in large part by comparing examples
of arias sung by J~vi in contrast to the
same aria sung by his contemporaries. He

Keynote speaker Andrew Farkas, editor Jacob
Forsell, and speaker Walter Rudolph hang
together at dinner

Featured speaker Sherrill Milnes instructs
youngsters Nathan Matticks and Johnathan
White

included performances by Corelli,
Bergonzi, and di Stefano, in which he
compared, contrasted, and commented
upon the unique qualities inherent in each.
Frankly, to my ears, these head-to-head
comparisons against Jussi's performances,
leave the others wanting-some more so
than others.
Dr. Williams went on to discuss the
unique qualities ofJussi's sound, characterized by a youthfulness which he never
lost, and uncomplicated feeling. Jussi
possessed an operatic persona that mixed
restraint, heat, passion, buoyancy and
simplicity. He never underperformed, as
the aural record indicates. Accounts of his
acting on the operatic stage are generally
disappointing, but Dr. Williams asks,
"Are they relevant?" Surely the operatic
actor takes cues from the music, first,
rather than psychological motivations.
Dr. Williams left us to ponder his theory that Jussi's voice has what he describes
as "negative energy- a voice that speaks
to us differently- that draws us in, rather
continued on page 1
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than coming out to meet us. His sound
kindles our imagination and allows us to
project our own interpretation of the operatic character." Perhaps magnetic energy
would be the better term. His voice draws
me into a world of personal reflection and
emotional resonance.
The conference activities for the second
day ended with the Swedish television
documentary "Sagan om Jussi (The Tale of
Jussi)." The program was excellent. It was
very moving to see the Bjorling children
discuss the problems and challenges of
their father, and how it affected them. One
hopes that eventually it will be released on
DVD with the English subtitles, as we saw
it in Bjorling Hall.

Lensky's Aria from Jussi's incomparable last
concert.
On Saturday morning, Harald Henrysson discussed the history of his Phonography and Chronology; its origins; the latest
version on CD included with the Jacob
Forsell book; plans for a website updatable
with the latest information (coming this
fall); and some of the intricacies of
archival record keeping. He also played
examples from more recently unearthed
recordings, including an undated recording of unknown origin discovered in
Jussi's writing desk in the attic of a former
residence-a duet sung with Anna-Lisa
of "Will you remember?': from Sigmund
Romberg's Maytime.

And on to some music

The final day

The gala concert that evening was varied
and interesting, featuring a score of performances by Swedish and American professionals and up-and-coming students
from the College of Charleston. Anders
Bjorling acted as master of ceremonies,
introducing the artists and their selections.
Space prevents me from discussing each
performance in detail, but some highlights
included "Jeanie with the light brown hair;'
as sung by Johnathan White; the exquisite
"Mon coeur s'ouvre a ta voix;' as interpreted by lngrid Tobiasson; a passionately
performed 'J\lla vita che t'arride" sung by
Bengt Krantz; a "Stouthearted men" as sung
by David Templeton, that would have made
Nelson Eddy proud; the rousing "Till havs"
vividly performed by Mats Carlsson; and
the duet which will forever be associated with
Jussi and his great friend Robert Merrill,
"Au fond du temple saint;· affectingly sung
by Johnathan White and Nathan Matticks.
All the singers returned to the stage for
another ovation and to lead the standing
audience in an enthusiastic rendition of
"Land, du viilsignade'.' Anders completed
the evening by playing "I fjarran land" and

Walter Rudolph reprised parts of his centenary memorial broadcast on KBYU "Just Jussi: A Centennial Celebration;•
originally aired on February 5, 20 I 1. This
far-reaching tribute included the recital of
two poems about Jussi; a recorded reminiscence of the recently departed Giorgio
Tozzi which was recorded in 1980; the late
Chicago critic Claudia Cassidy reading her
well-written obituary ofJussi; and of
course, highlights from the recently issued
"Jussi Bjorling Live" four-CD set, a discussion of which had opened the conference.
The final speaker at the conference was
the venerable Sherrill Milnes, who spoke
about the "Verdi baritone:• and in particular Leonard Warren. He was introduced by
Barry Crawford, president of the Leonard
Warren Foundation. Mr. Crawford made
note that Leonard Warren and Jussi performed together thirty times, in addition
to recordings. and that they were both
born in 1911 and died in 1960.
Sherrill Milnes's career at the Metropolitan Opera spanned some 652 performances between 1965 and 1997, with
recordings bet\'i.:t:n 1967 and 1996. His
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connection to Leonard Warren was
through Milnes's teacher, Andy White,
who studied with Sydney Dietch at the
same time as Warren. Milnes's one opportunity to see his vocal hero in recital in
Des Moines was passed up for a dance
band gig he had been offered. As a young
college student perpetually short of cash,
he thought he would have many other
chances to see him, but that was not to be.
There was an extended Q & A session
in which Mr. Milnes held forth in the
most engaging and many times amusing
manner, with a plethora of anecdotes
about colleagues and performances. It
came to light that Mr. Milnes had seen
Jussi perform in Trovatore in Chicago, but
wasn't really aware of the significance of
the event.
There was a lovely closing banquet that
evening with excellent food, some brief
tributes from the podium, but mostly devoted to eating, drinking, and socializing.
It was such a pleasure to see many familiar faces from previous JBS conferences
and events, a little bit older, but none the
worse for wear. Some new members and
first-time attendees assimilated very
quickly into our highly devoted and specialized society. The collegial atmosphere,
the common areas of our dormitory hall,
and the fact that we shared nearly all our
meals in the excellent facilities of Gustavus Adolphus, all conspired to make
conversations flow easily, with the forging
of new connections an inevitable consequence. Certainly, it was one of the most
memorable and especially meaningful
events in the history ofJBS. Long may
Jussi reign!
Note: due to space constraints, this article has
been abridged. The full article will appear in
the Feb. 2012 issue ofthe Journal, which will be
devoted to the centenary.
All St. Peter photos courtesy of Anders Bjiirling.

